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According to preliminary estimates by the Latin American Economic System (Sistema Economico
Latinoamericano, SELA), Latin American and Caribbean countries could earn about US$22
billion per year in extra income by early next century if the region takes advantage of the trade
liberalization accords agreed on in December 1993 by the member nations of the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Most of the GATT Uruguay Round negotiations which
began in 1986 finally concluded on Dec. 15, 1993 .
Economists say that the 550-page document which came out of the Uruguay Round represents the
biggest step yet toward liberalizing world trade, and certainly constitutes the most important and
extensive treaty negotiated since the GATT was formed in 1948. Among other things, the accord
should result in a worldwide cut in tariffs by up to 40%, while bringing agriculture, some services,
textiles, and patent protection under GATT multilateral rules for the first time. It will also create a
new body the World Trade Organization (WTO) which will enforce old and new GATT rules on a
permanent basis, thereby guiding world trade in goods and services and acting as official arbitrator
in trade disputes.
The final text of the Uruguay Round agreement will be signed by GATT members on April 15 in
Morocco. Then, all signatories must submit the document to their respective legislatures for final
approval to turn the accord into law. Once the treaty takes effect on July 1, 1995, it is expected to
provide a major impetus to world economic growth. The Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) calculates that the combination of reduced tariffs and more generous
export quotas will increase world income by more than US$200 billion per year by the beginning of
the next century.
In a preliminary assessment released in late March, SELA estimates that the Latin American and
Caribbean share of the increase could reach about US$22 billion, or about 11% of the total. SELA
estimates that developing countries will enjoy about one-third of the newly-generated world
income, and about one-third of that will be divided among Latin American and Caribbean nations.
"It is still not possible to provide complete calculations on the potential results of the Uruguay
Round, but it is estimated that the value of world trade could increase by about US$200 billion
annually," said SELA head Salvador Arriola. "
About a third of that will go to developing countries, and about 30% of the sub-total will go to Latin
America and the Caribbean." Still, some countries will clearly benefit more than others, and some
nations may even suffer as a result of the accords. Caribbean countries, for example, are particularly
concerned about forthcoming changes in textile trade, which until now has been regulated by the
Multi-Fiber Arrangement (MFA). Preferential concessions under the MFA which will be phased
out over a ten-year period have helped the Caribbean and Central American nations carve out a
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US$2.5 billion per year market in the US for their garment and textile products. Those countries
fear they will be unable to compete as they lose their trade privileges. In addition, SELA stresses
that governments throughout the region must work closely with their respective private sectors to
educate business groups on the new opportunities provided by the Uruguay Round, otherwise the
region may not take advantage of the full benefits contained in the accord.
SELA is now organizing an array of educational and promotional conferences for government
officials in countries throughout the continent. In the coming months, SELA conferences will be held
in Jamaica, Bolivia, Antigua, Dominica, Guatemala, Cuba, and Venezuela. Meanwhile, more Latin
American and Caribbean countries continue to join the GATT. On March 11, Honduras became
a member, and on March 27 Saint Kitts and Nevis was accepted into the organization, raising the
total number of GATT member countries to 119. According to the Honduran deputy foreign trade
minister, Oscar Nunez, Honduras negotiated GATT tariff regulations on 6,000 products. Although
Honduras will be allowed to maintain above-average tariffs on 11 "sensitive products" which
include wood, shoes, and basic grains the country agreed to accept a tariff ceiling of 35% for all
products. Nunez says that most Honduran tariffs have already been lowered to below 20% as part of
the country's efforts to open its economy to foreign trade.
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